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S T E P H E N P A R R I S H 
IN A S M U C H as J o n a t h a n W o r d s w o r t h i n his ' N o t e o n the B a l l a d V e r s i o n o f " M i c h a e l " ' {Ariel, n , A p r i l 1971) c i ted m y text o f W o r d s w o r t h ' s p o e m and m y account o f i t , 1 it may seem f i t t ing 
for me to speak o f some matters raised by R o b e r t W o o f i n his 
rebuttal . 
T h e matter o f the text, first. Since a l l o f us i n v o l v e d i n this 
debate are busy ed i t ing W o r d s w o r t h — Jonathan W o r d s w o r t h , 
M r W o o f , M a r k R e e d (drawn i n by M r W o o f as one o f the 
o r d i n a r i l y 'sensible scholars ' he is concerned to set straight) , a n d 
I — and since i t is wretchedly difficult first to read W o r d s w o r t h ' s 
text, then to get the r ight readings i n t o p r i n t , we a l l need al l the 
help we can p r o v i d e each other . T h u s I a m grateful to M r W o o f 
for s h o w i n g that the o r i g i n a l first l ine o f the ' Sheepfo ld f ragment ' 
read s i m p l y 'Perhaps ' and was left incomplete . Contrasts i n i n k 
c o l o u r persuade me that he is r i g h t , a n d that the o r i g i n a l first l ine 
I gave was i n fact a later a d d i t i o n . A t the same t ime I a m n o t 
gratif ied — and I cannot suppose Jonathan W o r d s w o r t h is either 
— b y M r W o o f ' s failure to reveal that M r W o r d s w o r t h ' s text was, 
l ike M r W o o f ' s o w n text {Ariel, 1, A p r i l 1970, p . 13), s o m e t h i n g 
l ike a 'readable v e r s i o n ' o f a draft, s h o w i n g o n l y revised readings, 
not the or ig ina ls . T h i s failure a l lows M r W o o f to seem to correct 
that text by s u p p l y i n g o r i g i n a l readings i n his rebuttal . It w i l l not 
d o to assert, as M r W o o f does {Ariel, 11, p. 78, note 1) that M r 
W o r d s w o r t h reads a w o r d ' u n e q u i v o c a l l y ' as thus a n d so. A 
'readable v e r s i o n ' does not cal l for , n o r indeed a l l o w , equ ivoca-
t i o n . M r W o r d s w o r t h gives one reading , ' b a k i n g ' ; M r W o o f is 
not sure about the ' b ' but he proc la ims that 'there is an irrefutable 
" m " ' (a letter n o b o d y c o u l d desire to refute; b o t h ' b ' a n d ' m ' are 
1 'Michael and the Pastoral Ballad', Bicentenary Wordsworth Studies in Memory of 
John Alban Finch, ed. Jonathan Wordsworth, Ithaca, 1970, pp. 50-75. I provide a 
full transcript of the poem and facing photographs, pp. 72-5. 
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s h o w n i n m y transcript) . S imi la r l y , the other w o r d that M r W o o f 
cites i n the same footnote appears to me to have first read 'delay ' 
w i t h the T then o v e r w r i t t e n by a ' c ' ; M r W o o f t h i n k s there may 
be ' an extra m i n i m ' , but is sure that 'there is n o o v e r w r i t i n g o f 
the undeniable "1" ' (a letter n o b o d y c o u l d desire to deny). Readers 
are i n v i t e d to l o o k at the p h o t o g r a p h s and to consider h o w one 
m i g h t go about o v e r w r i t i n g an T w i t h a lower-case ' c ' except by 
u s i n g w h a t I suppose M r W o o f means b y ' an extra m i n i m ' . A 
l o o k at the photographs w i l l further s h o w h o w very h a r d i t is for 
any o f us to straighten out W o r d s w o r t h ' s text. I n his 'readable 
v e r s i o n ' (Ariel, i ) M r W o o f (or the pr inter) leaves out a w o r d i n 
l ine 3 ( m a k i n g the metre unreadable) and misreads a w o r d i n 
l ine 13 ( ' larks' for ' taunts ') . I n his fu l l t ranscr ip t ion o f one stanza 
(Ariel, 11) he silently restores the o m i t t e d w o r d ( in the l ine n o w 
n u m b e r e d 6) and drops i n an extra w o r d i n l ine 2 ( w h i c h does help 
the metre ; the reading o f this l ine is otherwise i n g e n i o u s , and I 
t h i n k r ight) . 
B u t c le rk ly d i sputat ion about the w a y to read an a lmost u n -
readable text is not l i k e l y to engross readers o f Ariel. M o r e 
serious and m o r e interest ing is the matter o f ' A Character ' and its 
possible connect ions to the 'Sheepfold f ragment ' a n d to Co ler idge . 
M r W o o f tells us that Jonathan W o r d s w o r t h ' s case for a connec-
t i o n is 'based o n a c o m m e n t b y M a r k R e e d , based i n its t u r n o n an 
article by E . L . G r i g g s ' . B u t M a r k Reed's case is not based o n 
G r i g g s ( w h o m M r R e e d does scrupulous ly acknowledge) . It is 
based o n C o l e r i d g e a n d o n manuscr ipt evidence that G r i g g s k n e w 
n o t h i n g about. T h e M S . evidence — that W o r d s w o r t h had 
w r i t t e n some stanzas o f ' A Character ' before R o b e r t Jones 
appeared at D o v e Cottage i n 1800 — M r W o o f recognizes at the 
very end , and summarizes it fairly i n his last footnote (Ariel, 11, 
p . 78), guess ing that i t ' p r o b a b l y lu rks at the r o o t o f Professor 
Reed's n o t i o n that there was o r i g i n a l l y a p o e m about C o l e r i d g e 
w h i c h W o r d s w o r t h turned in to a p o e m about R o b e r t Jones ' . 
T h e r e was n o need to guess. M r R e e d had la id bare the r o o t o f his 
n o t i o n , h a d indeed delineated the w h o l e g r o w t h w i t h botanica l 
exact i tude , 1 and it is h a r d to see h o w his s u m m a r y c o u l d be m o r e 
jud ic ious . 
1 Wordsworth: The Chronology of the Early Years, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1967, 
pp. 323-4. 
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T h e other evidence that connects Co ler idge w i t h ' A Character ' , 
Co ler idge ' s o w n admiss ion in 1802 that i n the p o e m 'certa in 
parts, & superfices' o f h i m s e l f were 'sketched t ru ly ' , M r W o o f 
dismisses w i t h a subjective assertion that r ings l ike a cracked be l l 
i n this h a r m o n i o u s scholar ly c h i m e : ' the i n t r o v e r t e d m a n finds 
reflections o f h imse l f everywhere . ' It is h a r d to k n o w h o w to 
respond to an assertion o f this sort, o r to M r W o o f ' s ob jec t ion 
that the ' d e s c r i p t i o n i n " A C h a r a c t e r " does n o t seem to me a just 
reflection o f W o r d s w o r t h ' s v i e w o f C o l e r i d g e at any t ime , a n d 
certainly not i n 1800'. N o t l o n g after the p o e m was w r i t t e n 
C o l e r i d g e said i t was a just ref lection o f h i m , and this i n a letter 
whose a i m was to sketch his o w n character t r u l y for his f r i end 
G o d w i n . F o r t y - o d d years later W o r d s w o r t h said that the ' p r i n -
c ipa l features' were taken f r o m R o b e r t Jones. I f we h a d to bel ieve 
one or the other , C o l e r i d g e m i g h t be the better choice . B u t the 
remarks are n o t contrad ic tory . W h y not bel ieve t h e m b o t h , as 
M r R e e d p r o p o s e d i n 1967 and as J o n a t h a n W o r d s w o r t h n o w 
shows us afresh, M S . evidence encourages us to d o ? 
F o r the o r i g i n a l readings o f the first stanza o f the 'Sheepfo ld 
f ragment ' carry n o reference to an o l d m a n , or to l o n g beards ; 
those readings were added i n a r e v i s i o n o f the stanza. T o this 
p l a i n fact must be added another : the first stanza does not connect 
s m o o t h l y i n sense w i t h the stanza that comes b e l o w it o n the 
page. ( M r W o o f even concedes, Ariel, 11, p . 78, that the o r i g i n a l 
l ines o f this stanza are i n a 'consistently darker i n k ' than the other 
stanzas.) I t r ied to account for this d i s junct ion b y guess ing that 
the first stanza may have been intended to f o l l o w the second, 
perhaps as a piece o f the doggere l strain m e n t i o n e d therein. 
J o n a t h a n W o r d s w o r t h , n o t i c i n g as M a r k R e e d h a d , the s imi lar i ty 
o f manner and tone between the first stanza a n d ' A Character ' — 
the stanza f o r m is o b v i o u s l y different, as M r W o o f justly e m -
phasizes — points u p another w a y o f a c c o u n t i n g for the dis-
j u n c t i o n : the first stanza i n its o r i g i n a l state may have described 
C o l e r i d g e a n d then been made i n t o a part o f the 'ba l lad M i c h a e l ' . 
I n support o f this interpretat ion M r W o r d s w o r t h advances the 
n o t i o n ( ob v io us — b u t n o b o d y h a d t h o u g h t o f it) that 'the t w o 
wi t s o f the dale / R e n o w n ' d for song satire epistle & tale' may be 
the partners i n Lyrical Ballads. T h e conjecture br ings i n t o focus 
the jocular qualit ies , the ' c l o w n i n g ' and the wi t -p lay , o f some o f 
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W o r d s w o r t h ' s most interest ing verse, i n c l u d i n g ' A Character ' , 
and M r W o r d s w o r t h r i g h t l y compares 'Peter B e l l ' , where the 
poet 's M S S ' s h o w that he attached w h a t seems to us d i s p r o p o r -
tionate importance to w r i t i n g and r e w r i t i n g a h u m o r o u s i n t r o -
d u c t i o n ' . F o r the 'Sheepfo ld f ragment ' , as M r W o r d s w o r t h 
argues c o n v i n c i n g l y , l o o k s l ike an aborted p r o l o g u e or frame for 
a v e r s i o n o f ' M i c h a e l ' perhaps cast i n the f o r m o f a l y r i ca l ba l lad , 
then perhaps ' b u r n t ' (as M r W o o f astutely suggests), but i n any 
case abandoned i n favour o f the b lank-verse narrat ive that 
tenacious W o r d s w o r t h i a n s w i l l have taught themselves to admire . 
Eoliths 
I g ive y o u this necklace (a s t r ing o f beads), 
A w i n d - b e l l made o f shel l , 
A n d a r o u g h b r o o c h . W i t h these, 
N o t carved b y w i n d or ice, I thank y o u : 
Before, o n l y a few, c h i p p e d stones, 
T h e Permafrost that he ld 
W h o l e herds o f m a m m o t h s b y the heels. 
E . J . H O L L A N D 
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